While research on counterfactuals has demonstrated that thinking counterfactually (imagining how past events could have been different) improves organizationally relevant outcomes, little is known about the effects of narrating these near-histories, or explicitly communicating counterfactuals, on these outcomes. In this article, I advance a framework for understanding the counterfactual communication-performance relationship. Building on previous work linking counterfactual communication with impression formation, I propose that counterfactual communication influences motivation and subsequent performance through its effects on impression formation. Findings from an experiment demonstrated that individuals who received upward counterfactuals (thoughts of how things could have been better) were more motivated than were those who received downward counterfactuals (thoughts of how things could have been worse), and this motivation led to superior performance. Additionally, receivers' impressions of speakers mediated this relationship.
the press, and academics alike. For instance, historians and political scientists frequently engage in counterfactual thought experiments, in which one deliberately imagines how major world events could have turned out differently (e.g. Khong 1996; Tetlock 1998; Tetlock and Visser 2000) . In general, these historical counterfactuals tend to focus on the distant past and attend to the role of prevailing social, political, and economic conditions as well as that of key players in particular historical events. Through consideration of these historical counterfactuals, researchers aim to understand the causal dynamics of history (Booth 2003; Tetlock and Belkin 1996) for the benefit of anticipating and setting expectations for the future (Tetlock 1998; Tetlock and Visser 2000) .
Cognitive and social psychologists, on the other hand, have typically examined what Kahneman (1995) terms automatic or spontaneously generated counterfactuals, with a desire to comprehend how people use counterfactuals under ordinary circumstances (Olson, Roese, and Deibert 1996) . In contrast to historical counterfactuals, automatic counterfactuals, on balance, arise in response to recent personal experiences, and consequently, may identify how one could have personally behaved differently to alter the event outcome (Roese et al. 2006) . Therefore, most psychological research on counterfactuals has focused on counterfactual generation and its personal and psychological consequences, including affect regulation, preparation for the future, and feelings of control (Roese 1994; Roese and Olson 1995) . Despite the differences in these fields' approaches and research questions, historians, political scientists, and psychologists share a keen interest in understanding when counterfactuals occur and the antecedent factors that impact their generation (Olson et al. 1996) .
The research on historical and automatic counterfactuals has proven useful to our understanding of both macro-and micro-level organizational outcomes, such as strategy and decision-making processes. With regard to macro-level outcomes, Booth (2003) asserts that historical counterfactuals may function as a tool by which managers can understand how particular circumstances and events influence path dependencies. Further, this understanding may affect policy and procedural preferences for future action (Tetlock and Visser 2000) . With regard to micro-level outcomes, most relevant to the present study, research on spontaneous counterfactuals finds that engaging in counterfactual thinking by simulating experiences and considering near-histories is beneficial to learning (e.g. Morris and Moore 2000) and various types of problem solving (e.g. Galinsky and Kray 2004; Kray and Galinsky 2003; Kray, Galinsky, and Wong 2006 , for a review see Wong, Galinsky and Kray, in press ). Taken together, this research illustrates the importance of considering nearhistories on a variety of macro-and micro-level organizational outcomes.
While historical and automatic counterfactuals may influence organizational outcomes at different levels, their effects may serve complementary purposes. For instance, the two forms of counterfactuals may work together to improve organizational decision making and learning in that while the firm-level policies and procedures determined by historical counterfactuals may take time to implement, the individual-level guidance provided by automatic counterfactuals may provide one means by which more immediate responses can be undertaken. Thus, while both forms of counterfactuals are important to future actions, given the increasingly global and fast-paced nature of today's workplaces, it may be particularly important to better understand the role of automatic counterfactuals in organizations.
Although counterfactual research has blossomed in recent decades, the effects of automatic counterfactuals on organizational outcomes may be incomplete because the research has yet to carefully examine the social context in which these counterfactuals occur. Thus, while previous research has demonstrated that thinking counterfactually (imagining how past events could have been different) typically benefits performance at the intrapersonal level, little is known about the effects of narrating these nearhistories, or explicitly communicating counterfactuals, on performance at the interpersonal level. It is valuable to explore counterfactual communication since individuals tend to generate counterfactual thoughts after failure events (Roese 1999) , and in order to recover and learn from these situations in today's interdependent workplaces, individuals must communicate these thoughts to other organizational members. The limited existing research on counterfactual communication highlights the individuals involved (i.e. speaker and receiver), and argues that phenomena that are unique to this level of analysis, such as impression formation and role expectations, become important to examine (Catellani and Milesi 2005; Wong 2007) .
Joining this trend of examining counterfactual communication, the present paper explores how counterfactual communication affects organizationally relevant cognitive and behavioral outcomes. Specifically, I advance a framework for understanding the relationship between counterfactual communication and performance. The goal of this framework is to understand whether and in what ways counterfactual communication affects motivation and performance at the interpersonal level. Drawing upon previous findings that the general content of counterfactual communication differentially affects receivers' impressions of speakers (Wong 2007) , I argue that, in turn, these impressions affect receivers' motivation and subsequent performance. Therefore, the central argument of the paper is that receivers' impressions of speakers mediate the relationship between counterfactual communication and receivers' motivation and subsequent performance. To make this argument, I begin with a brief discussion of counterfactuals from a psychological approach.
A Psychological Approach to Defining Counterfactuals
Counterfactual thinking is the process of imagining alternatives to past events by mentally altering an event's antecedents and contemplating possible changes to the outcome (Kahneman and Miller 1986; Kahneman and Tversky 1982; Pennington and Roese 2003) . As such, counterfactuals tend to be conditional statements in which one considers how things could have been different (Pennington and Roese 2003) . People frequently generate these thoughts after near misses (Galinsky, Moskowitz and Skurnik 2000) unexpected outcomes, or outcomes that negatively affect them (Roese and Hur 1997) .
Since counterfactuals typically evoke the imagination of better or worse possible alternatives, one key distinguishing characteristic of counterfactuals is its direction, which is categorized as either upward or downward (Markman, Gavanski, Sherman, and McMullen 1993; Roese 1994 Roese , 1997 . Upward counterfactuals consider how things could have been better by referring to alternatives that are better than actuality (Roese 1994 (Roese , 1997 . Upward counterfactuals tend to be generated more frequently than downward counterfactuals (Roese and Olson 1997) and serve preparative functions for future actions (Markman et al. 1993; Roese 1994; Roese and Olson 1995) . For instance, a student might consider, 'If only I had studied harder, I would have done better on the test.'
In contrast, downward counterfactuals contemplate how things could have been worse by referring to alternatives that are worse than actuality (Roese 1994 (Roese , 1997 . These counterfactuals typically have the affective function of making individuals feel better about the current outcome Olson 1995, but see McMullen and . For example, a student might think, 'The test could have gone a lot worse if I hadn't gone to the extra review session. ' In considering how an event could have been better or worse, an individual may also contemplate his or her role in the event's outcome. A counterfactual is self-focused if an individual imagines that he or she is responsible for an outcome, whereas the counterfactual is other-focused when an individual imagines that a third party is responsible. Since self-focused counterfactuals are more likely to provide direct information about the speaker by imagining what the speaker himself or herself could have done differently, I examine upward and downward counterfactuals that are self-focused. To be concise, I will refer to these as upward and downward counterfactuals throughout the rest of the paper.
Existing Models of Counterfactuals and Performance
Research attending to the relationship between counterfactuals and performance has focused on the effects of thinking counterfactually on subsequent performance. Generally, these studies have found that the process of thinking counterfactually increases future performance in one of two ways. First, thinking counterfactually may produce a cognitive orientation in which alternatives to the current reality become salient (Galinsky and Kray 2004; Kray and Galinsky 2003) .
Second, and more germane to the present article, thinking counterfactually may benefit future performance by allowing individuals to identify causal antecedents that make the link between antecedents and their consequences salient. In turn, individuals' intentions to perform these actions in the future are heightened (Morris and Moore 2000; Roese 1994 ). Roese's (1994) study of academic performance found that upward counterfactuals were positively associated with intentions to perform success-facilitating behaviors, such as studying more frequently, in the future. Roese argues that upward counterfactuals function much like difficult and specific goals in goal setting theory, which have been found to increase motivation, and in turn, performance (Locke and Latham 1990) . More recently, Roese (1997; Pennington and Roese 2003) has suggested that upward counterfactuals enhance one's notion of control and self-efficacy, which in turn increases one's motivation and performance (e.g. Bandura 1995) . Thus, this research suggests that counterfactuals indirectly affect performance through their impact on motivation.
The aforementioned research has made important steps to understanding the effect of thinking counterfactually at an intrapersonal level, and Roese's (1994) work is particularly relevant to the present article because it highlights the impact of counterfactuals on motivation. In these studies, however, counterfactuals were never directly communicated to or from the research participant. While counterfactual thinking benefits individual outcomes, organizations may not reap the optimal benefits of counterfactual thinking unless these thoughts are communicated among individuals. Thus, what remains unanswered is how speakers' counterfactual communication affects another individual's motivation and performance. I aim to address this gap in the literature by developing a framework for understanding the counterfactual communicationperformance relationship as depicted in Figure 1 . In this framework, I propose that the type of counterfactual communicated differentially affects receivers' impressions of speakers, which in turn is positively related to receivers' motivation. Specifically, receivers' impressions of speakers are expected to mediate the relationship between counterfactual communication and motivation. Finally, motivation is posited to be positively related to performance.
Counterfactual Communication and Motivation
To make the argument for the counterfactual communication-performance framework depicted in Figure 1 , I begin by examining the relationship between counterfactual communication and motivation. Since counterfactuals may be viewed as particular types of accounts (e.g. Markman and Tetlock 2000) , it is helpful to draw upon account-giving research in order to understand the relationship between counterfactual communication and motivation.
Account-giving research has found that transgressors who offer accounts or explanations after negative events to their victims can affect their victim's future motivation Gonzales (1992) examined the effects of different accounts proffered by transgressors on victims' impressions of transgressors and victims' future motivation. Results indicated that victims evaluated transgressors more favorably and reported a greater likelihood of helping transgressors in the future, when they received mitigating accounts, in which there was some admission of guilt and responsibility as opposed to aggravating accounts, in which there was denial of guilt for the event or that the failure even occurred. Moreover, of the victims who offered to help, those exposed to mitigating accounts were motivated to do so sooner than were those who received aggravating accounts. Therefore, this study demonstrates that the account offered by a transgressor can affect the victim's motivation on future tasks.
As applied to counterfactual communication, Gonzales' (1992) results suggest that speakers who communicate counterfactuals after negative events can influence receivers' motivation in future events. Specifically, explicit verbalization of how things could have been different makes salient alternatives that may influence receivers' motivation. The question that then arises is whether upward or downward counterfactual communication is more likely to increase receivers' motivation in future similar events.
As discussed earlier, upward counterfactuals envision better possible worlds, and specifically do so by identifying alternative actions that would have changed the current outcomes for the better. As such, communicating upward counterfactuals may motivate receivers in a way similar to that of thinking an upward counterfactual -these counterfactuals provide scripts from which receivers may learn from the speaker's experience. Moreover, these alternatives to one's current realities may be particularly salient since they are explicitly communicated to receivers.
In contrast, downward counterfactuals may evince a denial of the event, denial of responsibility, or lack of lesson learned since the focus is on feeling better. When these downward counterfactuals are communicated to a receiver, the speaker will focus on feeling better and convincing receivers that correct actions were taken rather than discussing alternative actions that could have been taken. As such, communicating downward counterfactuals is less helpful for future actions, and therefore less motivating, than is communicating upward counterfactuals. In sum, counterfactual communication should affect receivers' motivation in future events such that upward counterfactual communication should increase receivers' motivation to a greater extent than will downward counterfactual communication.
Hypothesis 1: Individuals who receive upward counterfactuals will be more motivated in future similar events than will individuals who receive downward counterfactuals.
Counterfactual Communication, Impression Formation and Motivation
The preceding discussion has focused on the way in which the informational content of the counterfactual communicated affects motivation. However, this discussion has not yet considered the social context in which the counterfactual is communicated. As such, an exclusive focus on the direct relationship between the type of counterfactual communicated and receivers' future motivation is insufficient because it fails to capture the interpersonal processes that may drive this relationship. For instance, persuasion and account-giving researchers have argued that message effectiveness may depend on speaker characteristics (e.g. credibility; Hovland, Janis, and Kelley 1953), which suggests that receivers' impressions of counterfactual speakers may be an important underlying psychological mechanism to consider. Thus, this discussion calls into consideration the role of impression formation in the relationship between counterfactual communication and motivation. To understand the effect of impression formation in this relationship I begin by examining its association with counterfactual communication.
Of the few studies that have investigated the counterfactual communicationimpression formation relationship Johnson 1986; Wong 2007) , the study most germane to the present article examined how the type of counterfactual communicated (upward or downward) affected receivers' impressions of speakers (Wong 2007) . Wong (2007) argued that since upward counterfactuals envision how to make things better, individuals who provide these counterfactuals after negative events may be viewed as demonstrating responsibility and a desire to learn. In contrast, downward counterfactuals typically serve affective functions that not only help individuals feel better about the current outcome, but also may inadvertently appear defensive or unreceptive to improving in the future. Since demonstrating responsibility and a desire to learn from the past are likely to be viewed more positively than feeling sorry for oneself, Wong hypothesized that individuals who communicated upward counterfactuals would be more positively perceived than would those who communicated downward counterfactuals. Using both archival and experimental methods, Wong found strong support for this prediction. Following from this discussion, the question then becomes, how do positive or negative impressions affect receivers' motivation?
Across a wide variety of research streams, a consistent finding is that one's positive impressions of another are positively related to one's motivation. For instance, in account-giving research, recall that Gonzales (1992) found that victims who received mitigating accounts viewed the transgressor more favorably and were more motivated to help the transgressor in the future than were victims exposed to aggravating accounts. Although these results were analysed irrespective of one another, it is possible that victims' more positive impressions of the transgressor may have increased their motivation to assist the transgressor. This notion that positive impressions are positively related to another's motivation is also supported in research on role models. Such research finds that positive role models, or individuals of whom we have positive impressions, such as star-athletes and scientists, may motivate others. They are able to do so because their past achievements have captured peoples' attention, and consequently people look to these individuals for guidance. Specifically, role models motivate others by 'illustrating an ideal, desired self, highlighting possible achievements that one can strive for, and demonstrating the route for achieving them' (Lockwood, Jordan, and Kunda 2002, 854) . Likewise, leadership researchers argue that transformational leaders (again, individuals of whom we typically have positive impressions), increase their followers' motivation by arousing dormant self-actualization needs, or the desire for challenging work and to be the best one can be. By awakening these needs, individuals exert extra effort toward a goal or task (Dvir, Eden, Avolio, and Shamir 2002) . Hence, across multiple domains, research indicates that individuals' positive impressions of another can increase one's motivation.
Before applying this discussion to counterfactuals, it is important to remember that individuals communicating upward counterfactuals are expected to be viewed more positively by receivers than are those who communicate downward counterfactuals. Therefore, because upward comparisons and positive role models increase motivation, individuals who provide upward counterfactuals should also be more motivating than those who communicate downward counterfactuals. For instance, as with role models, since upward counterfactual speakers are viewed positively, the counterfactual may be considered important advice. Moreover, the earlier discussion on the effects of counterfactual type on motivation suggested that upward counterfactuals provide scripts and lessons from which the receiver might learn and hence be more motivated. Together, these discussions suggest that individuals who provide upward counterfactuals are not only more motivating than are those who provide downward counterfactuals because of the content of what they say (e.g., providing lessons learned), but also because they are viewed positively, which influences receivers' acceptance of the counterfactual as useful information. Furthermore, since this information is deemed useful, receivers are likely to be motivated to expend effort on future similar tasks. This discussion suggests that the type of counterfactual is related to receivers' motivation such that communicating upward counterfactuals is more positively associated with receivers' motivation than is communicating downward counterfactuals, but this relationship is mediated by the receiver's impression formed of the speaker.
Hypothesis 2: Receivers' impressions of speakers will mediate the relationship between the type of counterfactual stated and receivers' future motivation.
Motivation and Performance
Having discussed the relationship between the type of counterfactual communicated, receivers' impressions of speakers and receivers' motivation, in this section, I consider the final relationship depicted in the counterfactual communication-performance framework (Figure 1) : the relationship between motivation and performance.
In organizational behavior and organizational psychology, researchers interested in motivation have typically examined it in relation to performance and predicted its positive effect on performance (e.g. Blau 1993 ). To explain the relationship between motivation and performance, researchers have proposed many motivational theories, such as the VIE model (Vroom 1964) , goal setting theory (Locke 1968) , and cognitive evaluation theory (Deci and Ryan 1980) . A large body of research supports these motivational theories and demonstrates that motivation is positively related to performance such that when individuals exert more effort, demonstrate more interest and persist longer on a task, they enhance their performance on that task. (e.g. Blau 1993; Deci, Koestner, and Ryan 1999; Earley, Wojnaroski, and Prest 1987; Erez, Gopher, and Arzi 1990; Locke and Latham 1990) . As applied to the model of counterfactual communication and performance, this research on motivation suggests that receivers' motivation is positively related to their future performance on a similar task.
Hypothesis 3: Receivers' motivation is positively related to their future performance.
Method
To test the study hypotheses, I conducted an experiment in which participants were asked to play the role of someone in charge of external communications for a business school. As part of their job, participants reviewed a memo from a co-worker in which they learned that they would help to revise one section of a promotional brochure. This experimental design is suitable to examining the counterfactual communicationperformance relationship for several reasons. First, the nature of the task is realistic; students are frequently asked for feedback on school promotional materials. Second, the use of a memo allows the counterfactual to be communicated to the participant in a controlled manner. Third, the task revision exercise allows for a wide range of objective revision behaviors that can be measured to determine motivation and performance.
Participants
One hundred and fifty-seven undergraduate students (76 men and 81 women) from a large, west coast university volunteered in exchange for course credit. Participants were randomly assigned to one of three counterfactual conditions: upward, downward, or no counterfactual (control) in a between-subjects design.
Procedure
The experimental design was adapted from Staw and Boettger (1990) . In the present study, participants were told that they would be helping the Masters of Business Administration (MBA) recruitment committee by reviewing some feedback on a previous MBA promotional brochure (Task 1) and then revising one section of the brochure (Task 2). In Task 1, participants read brief feedback that was ostensibly written by a recruitment committee member who had worked on the brochure. These feedback reports contained the counterfactual manipulation. In one third of the feedback reports, the recruitment committee member states an upward counterfactual; in another third the member provides a downward counterfactual; in the final third no counterfactual is stated. After reading this material, participants completed a short questionnaire that assessed their impressions of the recruitment committee member.
WONG:THE EFFECTS OF COUNTERFACTUAL COMMUNICATION
In Task 2, participants revised the school description section of the recruitment brochure. Scratch paper, a dictionary, a current copy of the MBA brochure, and MBA quick reference fact sheets were also provided. The school description was fraught with numerous spelling, grammar, and factual errors that they could revise. For instance, participants read, 'These classes is easy to get into because there areno waiting list,' and '…XYZ offers a competitive and challenging area that will farther student growth.' 1 Participants were given up to 30 minutes to complete the task. If they finished prior to that time, they were allowed to review provided reading materials (current copies of Time and Newsweek). After the task revision exercise, participants completed another questionnaire in which their motivation, subjective performance, and demographic information were collected.
Experimental manipulation
There were three counterfactual conditions: upward, downward, or no counterfactual (control). All participants read the same base feedback information in which a recruitment committee member discussed the difficulties of deciding what information, such as that pertaining to the school or the surrounding area, should be included in the School Description section of the brochure. The type of counterfactual was manipulated at both the beginning (first counterfactual manipulation) and end of the feedback report (second counterfactual manipulation). These manipulations are given below. There was an average of 52 responses per condition (range = 50-55).
Upward counterfactual condition
For the first counterfactual manipulation participants read, 'The revisions to the brochure could have been better.' For the second counterfactual manipulation they read, 'Overall, the revision of the brochure went okay. If I could do it over again, I would have incorporated facts about the surrounding area. Then the brochure could have been better. Maybe then the School Description section would have had more information and therefore been more helpful.'
Downward counterfactual condition
For the first counterfactual manipulation participants read, 'The revisions to the brochure could have been worse.' For the second counterfactual manipulation they read, 'Overall, the revision of the brochure went okay. If I could do it over again, I still would not have incorporated facts about the surrounding area. Then the brochure could have been worse. Maybe then the School Description section would have had too much information and therefore been less helpful.'
Control condition
Participants in this condition only read a statement at the end of the memo that read, 'Overall, the revision of the brochure went okay.'
Dependent Variables

Impression formation
To measure participants' impressions of the recruitment committee member, they were asked, 'Overall, how negative or positive is your impression of the recruitment committee member?' They rated their impression of the recruitment committee member using a 7-point scale in which 1 = very negative and 7 = very positive.
Receivers' motivation
Participants' motivation on the task was assessed using a combination of self-report and behavioral measures. Participants rated themselves on four statements regarding their effort, enjoyment, interest and willingness to do the task again (e.g. 'I put a lot of effort into working on this task.'). They indicated the extent to which each statement applied to them using a 7-point scale in which 1 = not at all and 7 = definitely. I also included a behavioral measure of motivation by measuring the time that participants spent on the exercise. Together, these five items were highly reliable (α = .85) and were standardized and averaged to create a composite measure of motivation.
Receivers' performance
Participants' performance was assessed in two ways: 1) participants rated how satisfied they were with their performance and how well they thought they performed and 2) trained coders who were blind to the study hypotheses read the revised school descriptions and provided a performance assessment. With regard to participants' selfratings, task performance was assessed by having them indicate the extent to which the following two statements applied to them: 'I am very satisfied with my performance on the task' and 'I performed very well on the editing task.' Again, they rated themselves on a 7-point scale in which 1 = not at all and 7 = definitely. These items displayed a high degree of reliability (α = .88).
As an additional measure of performance, three trained coders who were blind to the study hypotheses read the revised school descriptions and assessed them on a number of points that were then averaged to form an overall performance score. In the training session, coders were given the original school description and learned all the factual, grammatical, and spelling mistakes that were in the school description. They were also given examples of additional material that could have been incorporated into the school description based on the materials available to the student. Specifically, the coders were asked to assess the extent to which participants focused on the following: spelling and facts. They also provided ratings on the degree to which the school description was well written, detailed, informative, and the extent to which it should be recommended for use by the MBA recruitment committee.
2 In addition to these specific performance ratings, coders were asked to assess participants' general performance. The coders' data was reliable (average α = .79, range = .75 to.84) and was averaged. Additionally, each of these seven-item averages showed a high degree of reliability (α = .94) so they were averaged to form one measure of performance.
WONG:THE EFFECTS OF COUNTERFACTUAL COMMUNICATION
Results
Manipulation Check
To confirm the effectiveness of the counterfactual manipulations, participants were asked to identify whether the recruitment committee member stated how things could have been better or worse in the feedback. The response options were 'how things could have been better', 'how things could have been worse', and 'did not state how things could have been better or worse.' Eighty-two percent of the participants correctly identified their counterfactual condition, suggesting a successful manipulation of the type of counterfactual. Since the primary conditions of interest are the upward and downward counterfactual conditions, a separate analysis was run to see if individuals in the counterfactual conditions were more likely to select the correct condition and it was found that 91% correctly identified their condition. 
Receivers' Motivation
In Hypothesis 1, I predicted that upward counterfactual communication would be more motivating than downward counterfactual communication. To test this hypothesis, I conducted a between-subjects ANOVA with motivation as the dependent variable and the type of counterfactual as the independent variable. The omnibus ANOVA indicated a significant main effect for the type of counterfactual (F (2, 154) = 8.10, p < .001, η 2 = .10). In support of the hypothesis, planned contrasts demonstrated that receivers were more motivated by upward counterfactual communication (M = .35, sd = .79) than by downward counterfactual communication (M = .03, sd = .75; t (154) = 2.25, p = .03, d = .42), which provides support for Hypothesis 1. Further comparisons to the control condition (M = − .23, sd = .70) found that the receivers of upward counterfactual communication were more motivated than were those exposed to the control statement (t (154) = 4.01, p < .001, d = .78), indicating that upward counterfactual communication had an enhancement effect on motivation. The difference between the control and downward counterfactual condition was marginally significant (t (154) = 1.76, p = .08, d = .36), suggesting that the participants in the downward counterfactual communication condition tended to be more motivated than were those in the control. Together, these comparisons to the control condition suggest that upward counterfactual communication has a stronger enhancement effect on motivation than downward counterfactual communication.
Impression Formation
Next, I tested the prediction that speakers would be more positively perceived by receivers when they communicated upward rather than downward counterfactuals. To test this hypothesis, I conducted a between-subjects ANOVA with receivers' impressions as the dependent variable and type of counterfactual communicated as the independent variable. The omnibus ANOVA indicated a significant main effect for type of counterfactual (F (2, 154) = 11.43, p <.001, η 2 =.13). In support of the hypothesis, planned contrasts demonstrated that individuals communicating upward counterfactuals (M = 5.20, sd = .78) were viewed more positively than were those who communicated downward counterfactuals (M = 4.33, sd = 1.02; t (154) = 4.78, p < .001, d = .96). Further comparisons to the control condition (M = 4.76, sd = 1.02) found that the individual communicating the upward counterfactual was viewed more positively than was the control (t (154) = 2.38, p = .02, d = .49), which suggests that providing upward counterfactuals led to the formation of more positive impressions. Moreover, the differences between the control and downward counterfactual conditions were also significant (t (154) = 2.32, p = .02, d = .42), indicating that communicating downward counterfactuals diminishes the receiver's impression of the speaker.
Mediating Effect of Impression Formation on Receivers' Motivation
I sought to test the hypothesis that the type of counterfactual is related to the receiver's motivation such that communicating upward counterfactuals is more positively associated with the receiver's motivation than is communicating downward counterfactuals, but this relationship is mediated by the receiver's impression formed of the speaker (Hypothesis 2). To test this hypothesis, I conducted a mediation test following the procedures outlined by Baron and Kenny (1986) . In this analysis, upward counterfactuals were dummy coded as 1, downward counterfactuals as 0, and the control condition was excluded from the analysis. Figure 2 depicts the results of the mediation test. Regressing receivers' impressions of speakers on the type of counterfactual stated by speakers is statistically significant β = .44, t (105) = 4.98, p < .001. Second, regressing receivers' motivation on the type of counterfactual stated by the speaker was also significant β = .21, t (105) = 2.19, p = .03. Third, when receivers' impressions of speakers and the type of counterfactual stated by speakers were entered as predictors of receivers' motivation, the receiver's impression of the speaker was Figure 2 Experimental Results of Counterfactual Communication-Performance Framework Note: Numbers represent standardized ßs.The numbers in parentheses represent the standardized ß in the simultaneous regression analysis.The ß for the relationship between motivation and performance is the same for both the participants' subjective assessment and the coders' assessment. *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001 significant β = .23, t (104) = 2.20, p = .03, but the type of counterfactual stated by the speaker was no longer significant β = .11, t (104) = 1.05, ns. A Sobel test (1982) confirmed this mediation (z = 2.49, p = .01). These results demonstrate that individuals who communicate upward counterfactuals are viewed more positively which in turn increases the receiver's motivation.
Receivers' Performance
To test whether motivation is positively related to performance (Hypothesis 3), I conducted regression analyses using participants' self-report data and the coders' performance assessment. For participants' self-report data, regressing performance on motivation was statistically significant, β = .27, t (105) = 2.88, p < .01. Thus, in support of Hypothesis 3, the self-report data indicate a positive relationship between motivation and performance. Bolstering this finding, the regression results using the coders' performance assessments demonstrate that regressing performance on receivers' motivation is also significant β = .27, t (104) = 2.81, p < .01. 4 Hence, convergent support was found for Hypothesis 3. Together, these results and those from the mediation test support the overall counterfactual communication-performance model.
Discussion and Conclusion
This paper provides a first examination of counterfactual communication effects on motivation and performance. Understanding counterfactual communication effects on these outcomes is important because while thinking counterfactually may be beneficial to one's future performance, optimal benefits in organizations may not be attained unless these counterfactuals are communicated to other individuals. In this paper, I advanced a model by which counterfactual communication may ultimately affect performance, and tested it in an experiment. The results supported the proposed model by indicating that individuals who communicated upward counterfactuals were viewed more positively by receivers than were those who communicated downward counterfactuals. In turn, these impressions were positively related to receivers' subsequent motivation on a task and ultimately their performance. Together, these findings demonstrate the cognitive and behavioral effects of counterfactual communication.
The present article offers several theoretical contributions to counterfactual and organizational behavior research. First, while previous counterfactual research has attended to the impact of historical counterfactuals typically at the organizational level and automatic counterfactuals at the intrapersonal level, the present study explores the effects of narrating near-histories at the interpersonal level. By examining explicit counterfactual communication and the mediating role of interpersonal processes, such as impression formation, the present research provides a finer-grained perspective on counterfactual effects in organizations.
More specifically, the research on the communication of automatic counterfactuals may complement research on historical counterfactuals and their effects on such organizational outcomes as learning and memory. Historical counterfactuals may function to create or reinforce firm practices. For example, the historical counterfactual 'What if Art Fry hadn't made use of Spencer Silver's adhesive for his hymn book and thereby inadvertently invented the Post-it note?' reinforces 3M's first chairman of the board, William McKnight's, belief that 'individual initiative, risk-taking and the freedom to fail enables 3M to manage many diverse businesses and deliver steady growth ' (3M.com 2007) . In contrast, automatic counterfactuals may provide guidance in reacting to pedestrian events, and thus, may allow for comparatively incremental improvements in decision making and learning. By aiding in mundane improvements and reinforcing firm beliefs, automatic and historical counterfactuals benefit organizational decision making and learning at different levels of analysis.
Second, the present study extends previous work on counterfactual communication by examining another domain, that of motivation and performance. As such, it contributes to our growing understanding of the ways in which counterfactuals affect motivation and performance. While previous research finds that counterfactuals enhance performance by making people aware of the current reality and how things could have been different (Galinsky and Kray 2004) or by providing scripts and lessons learned (Morris and Moore 2000; Roese 1994 ), the current study demonstrates another means by which counterfactuals may ultimately affect motivation and performance. Specifically, the experiment demonstrated that receivers' impressions of speakers are an important underlying psychological mechanism by which receivers' motivation is increased, which ultimately increases performance. Consequently, the counterfactual communication-performance model I have presented may further our understanding of counterfactual effects when they are communicated in naturalistic settings.
Beyond its contributions to the counterfactual literature, this research also contributes to research on account-giving. Account-giving researchers have typically focused on how the social context affects account-giving strategies (e.g. Gonzales, Pederson, Manning, and Wetter 1990; McLaughlin, Cody, and O'Hair 1983) or the effectiveness of such strategies (e.g. Gonzales 1992; Riordan, Marlin, and Kellogg 1983) . Typically, the primary concern in these studies is how account-giving might benefit future interpersonal relations (e.g. by saving face). Given that counterfactual communication is a specific form of account-giving, this present research extends the benefits of account-giving to include that of increasing receivers' future motivation and performance.
By examining counterfactual communication, the present work also provides practical implications for organizations. Given the finding that positive impressions of the speaker enhanced receivers' motivation and ultimately their performance, one strategic implication for managers is to communicate upward counterfactuals in order to motivate and enhance the performance of their workers. However, this implication is made with caution since this research examined only instances in which the speaker communicated a genuine counterfactual; in other words, the counterfactual was not strategically stated for the purpose of motivating others.
Second, a better understanding of the social nature of counterfactuals may allow organizations that already use counterfactual exercises (such as the US Army and American Medical Association) to improve future decision making. While these organizations have implemented programs to improve future decision making, such as Morbidity and Mortality conferences in medical settings, research suggests that these programs may not be as successful as desired, in part because individuals may be reluctant to voice counterfactual thoughts in trying times. For example, research investigating the discussion of medical errors has found that residents fear sharing errors with their attending physicians due to many possible repercussions including peer ridicule, perceptions of incompetence, and litigation (Hevia, Hobgood, and Lewin 2003) . Given this concern, a worthwhile endeavor for future research is to investigate organizational interventions that aid individuals in overcoming barriers to counterfactual communication.
Limitations and Future Directions
While the present examination of counterfactual communication offers several theoretical and practical implications, there were several limitations to the experiment. First, while counterfactuals were explicitly communicated by a speaker, they were never explicitly spoken. That is, participants read the counterfactual statements as provided to them in the form of written materials (i.e. feedback report). The decision to have the counterfactual communicated through written measures rather than verbal measures was because it offered the most control. As such, impressions could not be influenced by the physical characteristics of the counterfactual speaker, or by his or her linguistic style. Therefore, by using written measures in which emotional tone, speaking style, and speaker characteristics could not be detected, this study provides a conservative test of the effects of counterfactual communication on motivation and performance. However, given that the effects of verbal communication may differ from that of written communication, it will be important for future research to address this limitation.
Additionally, the experiment utilized only one type of performance task, that of task revision. In this study, task revision entailed correcting erroneous work. Given that the errors were on a school description of very little personal importance to the participants and that editing is typically viewed as an uninteresting task, it provided a conservative test of counterfactual communication effects on motivation. However, previous counterfactual research has demonstrated the powerful effects of counterfactuals on other performance outcomes, such as decision-making accuracy (e.g. Galinsky and Kray 2004; Kray and Galinsky 2003) and creativity (Kray et al. 2006; Markman, Lindberg, Kray and Galinsky 2007) . Galinsky, Kray, and their colleagues have generally demonstrated that thinking counterfactually differentially affects these outcomes, such that thinking counterfactually promotes consideration of relationships and associations among stimuli and therefore improves performance on tasks involving the consideration of relationships and associations but hinders performance on tasks requiring novel ideas that do not involve associations among stimuli (Kray et al. 2006 , but see Markman et al. 2007 ). As applied to the present study, it is likely that
